Old Turkish houses by Balcı, Perihan
TT-
OLD TURKISH HOUSES
Perihan BALCI
Although the type of construction varied in 
accordance with the climate of the region in 
which the house was built, the general lines 
of domestic architecture always reflected the 
inward-looking nature of Turkish life, with 
the house set in a garden surrounded by high 
walls, while the decoration, whether simple 
or ornate, reflected the financial position, 
social status and personal tastes of the own­
er.
In Istanbul the old houses are mostly of 
wood, a type of building material necessitated 
by the sea and the damp climate. Kula houses 
consist of a wooden framework with wall 
filling composed of the black volcanic rock 
which is found so abundantly in the vicinity. 
In most Anatolian houses the lower storey 
is of stone or rubble while the upper storeys 
are of wood and wall filling or of lath and 
plaster. The floors and ceilings are always of 
wood, the ceilings being either very plain or 
highly decorated with borders, painted motifs 
and bosses. The woodwork in old Turkish 
houses is of very high quality, and one en­
counters very fine painted decoration and 
even landscape paintings. From the 18th cen­
tury onwards Ottoman interior decoration 
came more and more under western influence, 
and this trend is clearly displayed in these 
houses.
One of the characteristic features of the old 
Turkish house is the street door. Each of
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these is a work of art in itself, with remar­
kable wood carving and metalwork decoration. 
The locks, boits, hinges, knockers, handles 
and rings are of wrought iron or bronze, and 
are all of the finest workmanship. The highly 
decorated knockers are derived from the Ana­
tolian Seljuk tradition, and display animal 
motifs, human-hand motifs and many others.
Life in these old Turkish houses was largely 
closed to the world outside. There are no 
windows on the ground floor, which contains 
the various offices and store-rooms, but the 
upper floors have numerous windows, bays 
and overhangs. The normal plan consists of 
a central sofa with symmetrical rooms open­
ing on to it. The rooms have fireplaces and 
cupboards in which to keep the mattresses 
and bed-clothes.
The houses were divided into the harem apart­
ments, in which the women and children lived, 
and the selamlık, which was the public sec­
tion of the house occupied by the men and 
their visitors. Food was passed through from 
the harem to the selamlık by means of a re­
volving hatch so that visitors could be en­
tertained without the women of the house 
becoming visible.
Many foreigners have fallen under the spell 
of the old Turkish house, one of the most 
notable of these being Lady Mary Wortley 
Montague, the wife of the English ambassa­
dor at the beginning of the eighteenth cen­
tury. She was most impressed by the Turkish 
love of flowers and animals, and dwelt at 
length on the charms of the Turkish house, 
set in the corner of a flower garden surroun­
ded by walls.
The same fascination was felt by Miss Julia 
Pardoe, who spent nine months in Istanbul in 
1826 and left a wonderful collection of engra­
vings of the old houses of that period.
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Ocak. Üstünde hücreler dizili. Bunlara araç ve gereçler 
konurdu. Fireplace with niches arranged above it in 
which utensils were kept.
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